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I.  Introduction 

Universities tend to be viewed as safe havens by many, particularly the 

populations they serve. They provide both a nurturing and secure environment in which 

students are encouraged to grow and flourish on various levels.  Most emit the idea 

that all are welcome and therefore are held in high regard by the communities in which 

they exist.  Rarely, if ever, are they confronted with unimaginable emergencies, making 

them seem virtually invulnerable.  However, like any entity, universities are as equally 

vulnerable to unforeseen disasters.  A college campus is often the focal point of a city 

or town, and a school’s crisis could affect the entire community, as well as alumni, 

students, faculty, staff, and potential students living near and far away from the 

campus. 

When disaster strikes it strikes quickly and is oftentimes unmerciful, wreaking 

havoc and destruction.  Undoubtedly, its damages are far-reaching and the aftereffects 

long-lasting.  This paper takes a detailed look at how several universities have managed 

unforeseen disasters on their respective campuses.  The documentation of each 

school’s disaster recovery efforts is as uniquely diverse as the disasters they survived.  

The analysis herein gives an account of particular challenges and successes experienced 

by each school.  Specific emphasis is placed on the following: 

• What happened on each university campus 

•  How the disaster relief-effort was managed 

•  What management methods were effective or ineffective  

•  What lessons can be learned from each experience 
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We have classified four types of disasters universities have faced and have 

analyzed six case studies in all: 

• earthquakes ( CSU – Northridge) 

• floods (University of North Dakota, Colorado State University,  
University of Houston) 
 

• hurricanes (University of Miami) 

• terrorist attack (Pace University) 

We then discuss disaster preparedness at universities drawing on the lessons 

learned from these case studies.  Ten disaster preparedness “tips” are also offered. 

II. Case Studies of Disasters 

A.  Earthquakes 

California State University at Northridge  

What happened? 

At 4:31 a.m. on January 17, 1994, California State University, Northridge (CSUN) 

became the epicenter of a devastating 6.7 magnitude earthquake (Wilson).  All of the 

fifty-eight buildings on the 350-acre campus sustained significant damage; a chemical 

fire destroyed several floors of the science building; the one-million-volume library was 

in shambles and made structurally unsound; the building housing the university’s 

computer system and records was too damaged to enter; and a $15 million parking 

structure collapsed completely (Wilson).  The damage to the campus was estimated to 

be $350 million, making the California State University, Northridge earthquake the most 
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costly campus disaster in United States history (Wilson).  Ironically, the earthquake was 

over within ten to fifteen seconds, but its legacy would last much longer. 

How was the relief-effort managed? 

Attempts by faculty, students, staff, and parents to connect with the campus 

were futile; telephone and computer systems had been knocked out.  Upon being able 

to access telephones, the CSUN administration did establish live, “real person” 

communication and information lines for faculty, staff, and students (Wilson).  It would 

have been rational and easily manageable if the administration had established a taped 

message informing callers that the university was out of commission until further 

notice.  Foregoing a simple taped message, hundreds of volunteers, trained by two staff 

members from the president’s office, staffed a phone bank answering questions seven 

days a week, for as many as twelve hours a day (Wilson).  Having actual people 

available to field questions, made a tremendous difference to callers. 

Instead of trying to repair salvageable buildings for the start of the spring 

semester, the administration decided to rent temporary structures, which were placed 

in available space throughout the campus (Blumenthal).  This decision reduced the 

vulnerability of the schedule to revised damage assessments and further destruction of 

campus buildings from aftershocks; every building had to be rechecked after each 

aftershock.  Hundreds of temporary structures, trailers and domes, were set up to 

house classes, administrative offices, restroom facilities, and all other essential 

activities.  Also, an instant infrastructure was built to encompass computers and phone 

lines.  Temporary student parking arrangements were made and bus service was 
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provided to shuttle students to classrooms in a variety of temporary locations.  An 

entire new physical facility for a student population of 27,000 was built in less than a 

month. 

What management methods were effective or ineffective? 

According to Judith Blumenthal, a faculty member at California State University, 

Northridge, during its crisis in 1994, the university was not adequately prepared for a 

disaster the magnitude of the earthquake it suffered on January 17 (Blumenthal). 

Because earthquakes arrive unannounced and at full force, signal detection (an 

advanced warning) would not have been useful to CSUN, as it would be for other types 

of on-coming emergencies.  Although the earthquake was not predictable, earthquakes 

are a fact of life in Southern California.  Structures and systems are capable of being 

designed to withstand known hazards; if such action had been taken, much of the 

damage sustained at CSUN could have been avoided. 

Another missed opportunity for proactive crisis management was the lack of 

organizational structures and processes to support the decision making process during 

recovery.  The usual process of governance at CSUN, as at many colleges and 

universities, involves consensus, deliberation, and participatory decision-making.  Yet, 

during the CSUN’s struggle to re-establish itself after the earthquake, “the president 

had taken charge of the situation and was making key decisions, much in the manner of 

a battlefield-commander” (Blumenthal).  Many of the faculty members were negatively 

affected by some administrative decisions, which had been made without customary 

consultation.  Every decision had ramifications, each of which mattered a great deal to 
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some group of people.  Fortunately, the severity of the crisis toned down the way in 

which most people responded to unfavorable decisions. 

Despite that members of the CSUN community disagreed with the decision-

making process of the president and her administration, immediately following the 

earthquake, there was a consensus among members of the community regarding the 

president’s handling of the crisis.  The president’s “battlefield-commander” role may 

have been the only reasonable approach to getting the university operational again in 

such a timely manner (Blumenthal).  Unlike the traditional governance practices in 

higher education, crisis circumstances require extraordinary commitment to action.  

Collaborative decision-making groups usually are better suited for exploring and 

debating complex issues rather than developing immediate solutions for urgent 

situations.  Had the president adhered to the traditional forms of governance, many in 

the university community would have been more involved in the decision-making 

process, however, the university probably would not have re-opened as quickly, 

compelling students to prolong their studies and further negatively impacting the 

Northridge economy. 

What lessons can be learned? 

To alleviate the fall-out of faculty and other members of the CSUN community, 

the decision-making process should have encompassed diverse perspectives from 

multiple stakeholders.  Discussions and planning about emergency contingencies could 

have occurred prior to the earthquake, enhancing understanding of authoritative 

leadership during an emergency.  Prior discussions between administration and faculty 
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could have legitimized a decision-making process that would exclude faculty input 

during emergency situations.  CSUN could have also established a crisis team, 

responsible for reviewing, revising, and enhancing the existing emergency response 

plan.   

Moreover, a viable communications plan for CSUN during an emergency should 

have been established.   For many people affiliated with the university their only 

information source was the radio and eventually the newspaper; power was restored 

the day of the quake but cable television service took several days longer to be 

repaired.  Anxious about the future of the university, faculty, staff, and students had 

specific questions to which press releases provided only general answers.  It was days 

before faculty received direct information beyond what was reported in the press; 

school deans telephoned department chairpersons, who in turn telephoned their faculty.  

A solid emergency response plan would have made CSUN’s recovery process 

smoother and less cumbersome.  Crisis plans can provide support for decision-making 

processes, fostering understanding and cooperation among concerned stakeholders 

during a crisis.  And despite the degree or severity of a disaster, a crisis 

communications plan makes communication much more organized and systematic. 

The disaster at CSUN caused the most significant damage to a university 

campus.  The fact that the CSUN community was able to rally together and rebound 

from the atrocity that befell them as quickly as they did is extraordinary.   
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B. Floods 

University of North Dakota 

What happened? 

 On April 5, 1997, Blizzard Hannah slammed Grand Forks, North Dakota.  The 

University of North Dakota (UND), was forced to close during the blizzard; its Plant 

Services and Housing personnel worked around the clock to provide housing, food, and 

warmth to people in UND’s residence halls and student apartments.  As a result of 

Blizzard Hannah, approximately two-thirds of eastern North Dakota spent the weekend 

without electricity.  Flooded roads, ice, wind, and snow made working conditions 

hazardous for electrical utility workers.   

Unexpectedly, what occurred just fourteen days later proved to be far more 

damaging to Grand Forks and UND.  On April 19, 1997 the worst flooding to hit the 

town of Grand Forks in 100 to 500 years took place; it was the largest disaster in United 

States history, measured by per capita damage and relocation of people.  The intense 

flooding was caused by record snowfall and a harsh winter marked by several 

snowstorms and eight blizzards, such as Blizzard Hannah.  Because the town and UND 

had advanced notice of the flooding they had time to prepare, minimizing their 

damages.  At UND the decision was made to systematically shut down systems and 

then cut power and gas to as many buildings as possible; this saved millions of dollars 

in damage, prevented fires, and allowed the buildings to be brought back online with a 

minimum of effort.  It also prevented molds, bacteria, and flooded waters from entering 
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ductwork and contaminating upper floors.  In the end, the flooding cost UND an 

estimated $43 million in damages and lost revenue (“University of North Dakota…”). 

How was the relief-effort managed? 

 As previously mentioned, the UND community had advance notice of its flooding.  

UND administrators were able to work in conjunction with the town of Grand Forks to 

prepare for the flooding.  In fact, town officials communicated that they were relying on 

UND and local high school students as sources of labor.  UND President Kendall Baker 

appointed a three-person team to manage UND’s response to the flood emergency and 

assist the town.  The vice president of operations was assigned to coordinate the flood-

fighting effort; the director of career services was assigned to coordinate university 

volunteers and the university’s community service activities.  Sandbagging efforts and 

diking efforts began as early as late March. 

 From the outset, UND committed itself, its faculty, staff, students and expertise 

to fighting the flood.  UND administration released students and granted time off to 

faculty and staff to help with the flood-fighting efforts; classes were cancelled at UND 

three weeks early, marking the first time since World Wars II and I that classes ended 

early.  The volunteer coordinator organized buses and vans to transport students to 

Sandbag Central. 

 Also, UND extended its expertise to combat the flood.  It developed web pages 

prior to the flood to illustrate policies and current river readings.  The UND Regional 

Weather Information Center web page updated river flood gauge readings and provided 

photos of the river and the Energy and Environmental Research Center flood web page 
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also provided information.  Each of these, along with the university’s flood website and 

UND’s Cable Channel Three provided tips for volunteers, emergency telephone 

numbers, and other flood information to the public. 

 Unfortunately, despite the intense preparation efforts of UND and the town of 

Grand Forks, the river exceeded its expected levels and a majority of the residents had 

to be evacuated.  Parts of UND remained relatively dry and as the flooding worsened 

across the town, UND administrators extended their facilities to city officials and various 

organizations.  In fact, UND headquartered the Grand Fork’s Emergency Operation 

Center, FEMA, Army Corps of Engineers, U.S. Coast Guard, Grand Forks Police, Red 

Cross, Salvation Army, North Dakota Department of Transportation, and the town 

government.  President Baker also offered to help Grand Forks businesses by allowing 

them to temporarily relocate on UND’s campus.    

 Following the flooding, UND became the makeshift town of Grand Forks, North 

Dakota.  Since UND was the only physical structure within Grand Forks of substantial 

size to sustain the least damage, the university was transformed to provide a variety of 

services.  UND allowed FEMA to place trailers and porta-potties on its campus for the 

community.  A portable canteen was set up in a warehouse to provide food for the UND 

staff at no cost.  A volunteer center was set up with toll-free numbers, allowing people 

to call in for information.  The UND Hyslop Sports Center was used to house 

approximately 5000 volunteers, who came to assist with the cleanup efforts.  Also, the 

UND Children’s Center offered care as members of the community worked on restoring 

their homes. 
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What management methods were effective or ineffective? 

 Had UND not been forewarned about the oncoming flooding, it would have 

sustained significant damage to physical structures, equipment, documents, books, and 

other resources.  Being able to effectively prepare for the flooding enabled UND to 

make prudent decisions before and after the flooding.  For example, UND removed 

hazardous materials before floodwaters touched them.  If these had not been removed 

and had been inundated by floodwater, nuclear and biohazardous materials could have 

contaminated soil and water, threatening public health and resulting in a massive and 

costly cleanup.  Similarly, sandbagging at End’s Fine Arts transformer, which supplied 

power and telephone lines to the dry part of the university and all entities housed there, 

enabled power and all telecommunications ability.  Had this not occurred, national radio 

and television broadcasts from the campus would not have been possible.  

What lessons can be learned? 

 During their crisis, UND learned that despite intense preparation, it was 

impossible to be fully prepared for a disaster of the magnitude they suffered.  UND 

never lost track of its mission to serve the community while combating the flooding and 

recovering.  At all times, they provided whatever services they could to the entire 

community.  University phone banks took thousands of calls, handling emergency 

situations, giving information, handling volunteers, and ultimately taking pressure off 

the Grand Forks Emergency Operation Center And UND’s residence halls housed faculty 

and staff members and their families after the flood, members of the community, 

volunteers, and state and federal employees. 
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 Moreover, President Baker decided to hold summer school on time, despite that 

many people felt it was impossible to do so.  Baker’s decision created a sense of 

purpose and rallied the flood team and helped stem enrollment drops, as well as 

brought in needed revenue (“University of North Dakota…”).  

  

Colorado State University 

What happened? 

 Just three weeks prior to the start of its fall semester, on July 28, 1997, a 

tremendous 500-year flood devastated many areas of the Colorado State University 

(CSU) campus and significant sections of the Fort Collins, Colorado community.  A 500-

year flood is one that has a one-in-five-hundred chance of occurring in any given year 

(Denke and Gasser).  The flood destroyed the lower level of the CSU Lory Student 

Center, the recently renovated Morgan Library, and more than sixteen other campus 

buildings suffered damage (Yates).  As displaced departments and faculty looked for 

temporary spaces for offices and classes, unaffected departments and individuals 

opened their doors and united to create the “Can’t Stop Us” campaign; this campaign 

made CSU a dual acronym and became a source of motivation for the campus 

community as CSU worked to overcome its setback.  The flood caused damages totaling 

over $100 million, including building damages, about 425,000 library volumes 

inundated, loss of a semester’s textbooks in the bookstore, and countless other losses, 

both personal and professional.    

 



    13 

How was the relief-effort managed? 

Immediately following the flood, CSU’s public relations office went to work.  

Adhering to objectives outlined in the university’s Emergency Operation Plan, the 

following roles were assigned to staff members to ensure the efficient execution of 

CSU’s crisis communications plan: media relations, internal communications, web page 

development and maintenance, and television broadcasts.  Responding to more than 

300 local and national media inquiries in the first two weeks, the public relations office 

maintained contact with reporters, editors, and producers to update them on flood 

recovery efforts.  The office also created a flood recovery web page, established a toll-

free hotline, and executed a media and public relations campaign at the six month 

anniversary of the flood to generate positive coverage about the university’s progress 

during its recovery efforts (“Public Relations Response to Crisis”).  

Similarly, another effort by CSU’s public relations office included consultation 

with other academic institutions.  CSU staff members contacted California State 

University at Northridge (CSUN) to gain insight and identify strategies on how CSUN 

managed its communications plans in 1994 (“Public Relations”).  The University of 

North Dakota was also consulted; the University of North Dakota was still continuing its 

recovery efforts from three months prior.  Information from both institutions proved 

extremely valuable. 

In addition to making use of its emergency response plan, CSU administrators 

made the decision to bring in expert, Bill Boss, to manage their recovery efforts 

(Pierson).  At the time, Boss headed his own disaster-recovery company, Boss and 
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Associates, and possessed more than twenty years of experience in the disaster 

recovery business.  In fact, in 1993 Boss was vice-president of sales and marketing for 

the main restoration contractor hired to handle the recovery from the World Trade 

Center bombing.   With CSU, Boss was directly responsible for the coordination efforts 

of more than 600 workers and six main contractors. 

What management methods were effective or ineffective? 

Colorado State University’s disaster recovery efforts were exemplary.  The 

administrators at CSU were very successful with their management of the recovery 

process following the flood.  Aware of their susceptibility to potential flooding, they had 

an emergency response plan in place and worked it well.  Their crisis communications 

plan enabled effective correspondence with parents of students, faculty, staff, the Fort 

Collins community and the nation.  Consulting with other institutions that experienced 

similar tragedies provided very helpful information.  Furthermore, bringing in an expert 

proved to be very prudent.  The university responded well and by managed to open 

school without delay a month later (Yates). 

What lessons can be learned? 

 Although CSU sustained significant damage, the university’s emergency response 

plan enabled them to react quickly to the crisis.  Their crisis plan did not address every 

situation that came about after the flood but it provided university administration with a 

structured strategy to lead the school back to normalcy (Kennedy).  Interestingly, the 

president of the university was on vacation when the flood struck, arriving on campus 

early the morning after; as a result of having a crisis plan in place, the other university 
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officials were able to react immediately and confidently to the crisis despite their 

president’s absence (Yates).  Upon the president’s arrival to the campus, a crisis team 

had already mobilized to coordinate cleanup efforts, guarantee the safety of students 

and personnel, make emergency arrangements, continue crucial work, and 

communicate with concerned parents and students who were calling in from around the 

country.  

 CSU’s emergency response plan established a solid framework for managing a 

crisis because it’s all encompassing.  The plan outlines the various types of natural, 

technological, and manmade dangers CSU is susceptible to, such as floods, fires, 

earthquakes, storms, droughts, spills or leaks of hazardous materials, power failures, 

major accidents in the air or on the ground, civil disturbances, bomb threats, and 

biological or chemical attacks (Kennedy).  The plan gives guidance for handling public 

information, evacuation, law and order, caring for displaced people, medical 

emergencies, damage assessment and chain of command. 

 In addition, CSU’s included a crisis communications plan.  The communications 

plan delivered key messages about the crisis and flood recovery efforts to three main 

audiences: parents and students, university employees, and the public (“Public 

Relations”).  Immediately following the flood the public relations office sprung into 

action to accomplish three primary objectives during CSU’s recovery efforts:  

(1) communicate that no one was injured or hurt on campus as a result of the crisis and 

emphasize the timely, effective handling of the situation by emergency management 

officials and university administrators;  
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(2) communicate to students that the university would be ready for fall semester classes 

beginning August 24 and would rebound from this crisis better than it was before;  

(3) demonstrate and emphasize the university’s commitment to affected faculty, staff, 

and students.  (“Public Relations”). 

The role of the university’s public relations office was to handle the initial crush of 

reporters seeking information, establish a record regarding what happened and when, 

outline the university’s goals and visions for the recovery process, and to keep accurate 

information flowing to counteract rumors.  Fortunately, CSU’s emergency response plan 

served them well and took much of the guesswork out of responding to the flooding. 

University of Houston 

What happened? 

 On June 8, 2001, Tropical Storm Allison paid the city of Houston, Texas an 

unwelcome visit.  Allison dropped more than thirty inches of rain on Houston, and like 

most of the city, the University of Houston (UH) had to deal with the tremendous 

destruction the storm left behind (Konigsberg).  Seventeen of twenty high voltage 

electrical lines were toppled, as was a portion of the main electrical substation and all 

campus communication systems.  As a result, the electrical and phone systems were 

severely damaged in nearly every building.  Due to emergency repairs to 90 of its 105 

buildings, UH was closed for nine days.  UH officials estimated losses in the categories 

of facilities, equipment, books, and business income to be more than $125 million 

(Konigsberg). 

 

 



    17 

How was the relief-effort managed? 

 Immediately following the flooding, University of Houston President Arthur K. 

Smith and his cabinet met daily with key administrators to receive updates and 

determine the necessary steps to re-open the university.  Their primary goal was to get 

the campus safely back in operation by Monday, June 18.  In order to do so, they 

established storm restoration efforts, which included “implementing emergency repairs, 

removing damaged building materials, developing reconstruction plans with four 

assessment teams, adding dehumidification/air control to minimize supplemental 

damage, removing asbestos and re-insulating tunnels, and cleaning all affected areas 

and HVAC systems throughout the university” (Konigsberg).  UH built back damaged 

areas, replacing and repairing destroyed furniture and equipment, in addition to 

mechanical, electrical, fire alarm, emergency medical service, elevator and information 

technology systems and decontaminating to minimize health risks. 

 Since summer school was in session when the flooding from storm Allison 

occurred, campus officials were compelled to continue classes.  Classroom villages were 

erected; two groupings of temporary structures, fifteen for the main campus and five 

for the law center, were placed on campus grounds to house classrooms, offices and a 

provisional law center library (Konisberg).  Also, UH’s Hofheinz Pavilion, the campus 

sports complex, was converted into a makeshift campus center to accommodate more 

staff, faculty, and students.  Various departments occupied twenty-seven suites inside 

the pavilion and the game floor became a computing lab area.  According to Barbara 

Burnett, executive administrative assistant in the Division of Academic Affairs, “The 



    18 

logic behind consolidation in one building to provide optimum benefit of having 

everything and everyone nearby, really worked” (Papinchak). 

 Due to downed phone lines and a temporary power outage, it was challenging 

for university officials to communicate information concerning the university’s day-to-

day recovery efforts to students, faculty, staff and the general public.  Eventually 

officials were able to communicate through the media, a campus help line, and 

electronic mail and the Internet, once electricity was restored (Adair).  UH’s primary 

communication was done by way of its call help line.  Campus staff from the Office of 

Telecommunications was creative and revised an old switching server in a building that 

formerly housed a local television station (Doucette).  By installing software and 

creating a phone number, they established a makeshift call center.  With the help of 

Southwestern Bell, all calls to the university’s main telephone number were forwarded 

to the call center.  Operated by volunteers for twelve hours daily, the campus 

community and general public were able to call in and get updated information 

regarding the condition of the university, the status of classes, and other information. 

 Following their efforts to re-open, UH officials reached out to both the members 

of their campus community and the community at large.  The University of Houston 

Advancement division launched a university-wide relief drive to help employees and 

students affected by storm Allison.  Realizing that employees and students suffered 

damages at their homes, the university community responded by donating furniture, 

clothing, and providing moving assistance (Cinelli).  Also, the university helped students 

and faculty apply for local and federal assistance.  Similarly, the UH Small Business 
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Development Center extended a helping hand to small business owners.  The center 

provided flood-relief information sessions and helped owners complete disaster loan 

application forms (Dowdy). 

What management methods were effective or ineffective? 

 The UH community was indeed successful in getting their campus up and 

running by Monday, June 18, accomplishing their intended goal.  Had not members of 

the UH community rallied together to save lives and property, UH would have been 

unable to re-open so quickly.  Although UH officials were able to re-open the school 

within a week, considering the damages the campus sustained, they could have been 

better prepared, ultimately saving time and money. 

 Despite having a crisis plan, it did not adequately serve UH officials when storm 

Allison struck.  The UH crisis plan did not include an evacuation plan for any of the 

buildings on campus, which includes residence halls (Smith).  Likewise, when the 

traditional communication tools became inoperable, no plan was in place to 

communicate pertinent information to the campus community and general public.  Had 

it not been for the creativity of telecommunications staff, it would have been much 

longer before the university was able to dispense information to concerned students, 

faculty, and staff (Douccette). 

What lessons can be learned? 

 Although Houston, Texas is located in the Gulf Coast, an area of the country 

highly susceptible to flooding and hurricanes, UH officials were not prepared for the 

flooding caused by Tropical Storm Allison.  As a result of the flooding, most of campus 
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buildings’ irreparable damages were done to telecommunications and emergency power 

generation equipment.  The damages occurred because much of the equipment was 

located in below ground areas (Smith). 

 Unfortunately, UH officials have learned the hard way that mitigation is 

important.  Officials have agreed not to erect any more buildings and place essential 

equipment in their basements.  They do not have the space to remove everything out 

of the basements of buildings; yet, key equipment can be relocated and better storm 

doors and flood doors installed.      

C.  Hurricane 

University of Miami 

What happened? 

 On August 24, 1992, the first day of its freshman orientation, Hurricane Andrew 

pounded the University of Miami.  In 1992, it was considered to be the worst natural 

disaster in the history of the United States.  Hurricane Andrew uprooted 1,263 of the 

university’s trees, destroyed 800 windows, damaged fifty roofs, gutted many buildings 

and offices, and destroyed equipment; the university sustained winds in excess of 164 

miles per hour (Foote).  The storm struck so fast that 5,000 people, including freshmen, 

their parents, and many others were stranded in residence halls.  All in all, the 

University of Miami (U of M) sustained $23 million worth of damages as a result of 

Hurricane Andrew. 
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How was the relief-effort managed? 

 According to U of M President Edward T. Foote II, university leaders gather at 

least once a year to review emergency procedures, share information, and to anticipate 

the worst-case disaster scenarios.  The procedures outlined in the university’s 

emergency response plan helped guide their actions, especially during the first few days 

following Hurricane Andrew’s destruction.  Immediately following the hurricane, 

President Foote and his administration divided issues into categories, beginning with the 

most important; the well-being of the university family. 

 Concerned for the well being of the university community, it was decided to send 

all students home and pay for their round-trip transportation (Foote).  Making use of 

telephones, word of mouth, and using its own campus police force to search the 

community, the university located every one of its 7,000 employees.  The homes of 419 

of its faculty and staff were either destroyed or seriously damaged. 

 In an attempt to seek information and provide reassurance, President Foote 

made it a point to be visible and accessible. He visited every residential college, 

cafeteria, building, school, and college to speak with members of his university 

community (Foote 68).  President Foote and his team spent a great deal of time 

deciphering exactly what had happened and sharing what they knew; they were careful 

to disseminate accurate information in hopes of restoring confidence.  To aid them, 

daily meetings were held; the meetings were chaired by President Foote and included 

academic and administrative leaders, police and medical officials, and anyone else who 

wanted to attend.   



    22 

Because the university lost all forms of communication they were forced to 

improvise.  Through the offices of the department of public affairs, President Foote 

reported (nationally and locally) frequently on the university’s status, damage done, 

recovery plans, when faculty and staff could return, how they were to be paid, and 

what emergency assistance was available.  The public affairs office published a daily 

report, providing pertinent information; it was copied and passed around to the 

university community. 

What management methods were effective or ineffective? 

 Immediately after Hurricane Andrew, President Foote and his team established 

priorities.  By doing so, they were able to effectively determine which problems needed 

immediate action and which problems could be deferred.  Following the hurricane, they 

divided all issues into three categories: the well-being of the university family, 

institutional problems, and community-wide issues.  The need to categorize issues 

according to their importance can get lost in the chaos of a crisis, but demonstrates 

forethought and focus.  The university’s priorities and their order of importance were a 

reflection of U of M’s mission to protect and serve its own.  

 The U of M also did an effective job remembering the aftershocks of Hurricane 

Andrew.  In response to extreme stress from emotional problems to substance abuse, 

the university provided extensive counseling, schedule flexibility within offices and 

departments, and direct personal assistance (Foote 69).  U of M sent its physical plant 

crews out to help faculty and staff board up homes, made emergency loans, and rented 
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apartment for homeless employees.  These acts by university officials at U of M 

demonstrated that they understood continued suffering and that they cared. 

What were the lessons learned? 

 Following Hurricane Andrew, people were unclear where to go for direction 

because many of the usual gathering places on campus had been destroyed or 

rendered inoperable.  An oversight in U of M’s emergency response plan was the failure 

to designate a primary and secondary crisis command location.  Had a crisis command 

location been identified people would have been able to more quickly find their leaders 

and leaders able to locate one another, especially due to inoperable communication 

tools. 

 President Foote expressed that U of M’s standing emergency procedures served 

them well following Hurricane Andrew.  However, he also expressed, the major 

exception was their communications plan; administrators assumed that one from of 

communication or another would remain intact.  As a result of the hurricane, there were 

no working telephones, regular or cellular, and many buildings had no electricity, 

making other communication tools unusable.  It was also impossible to communicate 

face-to-face, because roads were impassable.  Had U of M been better prepared, back-

up alternatives such as walkie-talkies, would have served them well. 
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C.  Terrorist Attack 

Pace University 

What happened? 

 None of us will ever forget the catastrophic tragedy that befell New York City on 

September 11, 2001.  Pace University, whose main campus is located in New York City, 

just five blocks from the site where the World Trade Center once stood, like hundreds 

of its downtown neighbors, was impacted.  In addition to being so close to the World 

Trade Center, Pace housed its World Trade Center Institute in one of the towers.  

Pace’s main campus and another of its facilities directly across the street suffered 

minimal damage; however, some of the university’s leased residential facilities 

sustained minor damages (Caputo).  And the university sustained significant damage to 

its telephone and data-switching center, which served both Pace and the World Trade 

Center.   

 Pace’s greatest loss following the attacks was the loss of four of its students and 

at least thirty-four of its alumni (Caputo).  Fortunately, all of the university’s World 

Trade Center Institute staff members were able to safely make it out of the World 

Trade Center before the twin towers collapsed. 

How was the relief-effort managed? 

 On the morning of September 11, 2001, as the first airplane hit one of the World 

Trade Center’s towers, the Pace University Board of Trustees were meeting at their 

Midtown Center, just a few miles from Pace’s downtown campus.  After being made 

aware of what was occurring downtown, one of the university’s vice-presidents was 



    25 

dispensed to the downtown campus.  Because the university’s entire administrative 

team was at its midtown location, it became Pace’s communication center. The 

communication center had to move days later to another of Pace’s campuses, due to a 

loss of telephone service. 

 On the downtown campus it was decided not to evacuate the building and 

university officials encouraged everyone to remain inside; others who sought shelter 

were welcomed inside (Caputo).  University officials also allowed the first floor of the 

main building to be transformed into a field hospital and triage unit. 

 As a result of the destruction and devastation in the immediate area, Pace was 

forced to relocate approximately sixty students who had been living in Pace-leased 

housing facilities.  The remaining residential students were relocated to Pace’s 

Pleasantville campus in Westchester County, roughly thirty miles away. 

 When Pace administrators began to communicate with the community at large 

they were unable to do so; due to around-the-clock emergency broadcasting, television 

and radio advertising was unattainable (Caputo).  Eventually, Pace was able to 

purchase newspaper advertisements in national and regional papers; three ads ran 

communicating the damage sustained to the campus, when the campus would reopen, 

how the campus would reopen, and expressing thanks to all who assisted the 

university. 

 In addition, all three advertisements listed a toll-free hotline number.  Pace 

established a twenty-four hotline to provide information for anyone affiliated with the 

university (Caputo).  The university also sent letters to faculty, staff, and students 
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explaining its efforts following the terrorist attack.  Moreover, letters were sent to 

constituents, students were provided with cell phones to contact their families, and free 

meals were provided in the cafeteria for five days. 

 During Pace’s recovery period, university President, David A. Caputo, held daily 

meetings with his senior staff to asses new developments and plan for each day; 

evening meetings were conducted to determine what had to be completed overnight 

and to assign responsibilities to personnel.  President Caputo also conducted a series of 

community meetings on each of Pace’s Westchester campuses on the Thursday and 

Friday following the attacks.  And daily community meetings were held when the 

university reopened to counter rumors and address concerns. 

What management methods were effective or ineffective? 

 Shortly after re-opening, Pace acknowledged the many lives lost as a result of 

the terrorist attacks.  The university held a memorial service in on its downtown campus 

where approximately 800 people attended.  The names of deceased Pace students and 

alumni were read and uniform services representatives were in attendance.  The 

memorial service concluded with attendees circling Pace’s main downtown building for a 

candlelight vigil.  Similar memorials were conducted on Pace’s Westchester campuses.  

Pace’s memorials were an effective way to help create a sense of community and aid in 

the healing process for its university family.   

 In addition to conducting memorial services, in honor of those who perished in 

the attacks on America, Pace has established seventy-five four-year, full-tuition 

scholarships, totaling $1.25 million per year, for the spouses, partners, and children of 
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the victims of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon 

(Caputo).   

 Moreover, Pace University officials made a very prudent decision to assess their 

actions following the destruction of the World Trade Center.  The university mailed out 

roughly 10,000 questionnaires to obtain constructive criticism.  University officials 

intend to use the feedback from the surveys to help them determine how they may 

respond more effectively to future disasters. 

What were the lessons learned? 

 In the aftermath of the attack on the World Trade Center virtually all of Pace’s 

means of communication were inoperable; cell phones, regular telephones, and 

Internet service were each disabled.  Fortunately, the school’s email network was still 

functioning and administrators were able to communicate with each other.  Yet, no plan 

addressed how administrators would have communicated with one another had the 

university’s intranet not been functioning.  They were forced to improvise. 

 Similarly, when Pace administrators attempted to communicate information 

regarding the status of the university and locate students it had not heard from, they 

were met with obstacles; media broadcasting was unavailable.  No plan addressed 

alternative means of information distribution and/or communication during a crisis 

situation.  

III. Disaster Preparedness 

The first step of preparation for a disaster is to establish a comprehensive 

multihazardous emergency response plan.  The plan should encompass responses to 
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natural disasters, technical disasters, and human disasters.  An emergency response 

plan will always be a work in progress, continually evolving as society changes.  Natural 

disasters may include flooding, fire, earthquake, wind damage, snow/ice storm, volcanic 

eruption, epidemic, vermin/insects, and hurricane (“Risk Assessment”).  Technical 

disasters may include power failure, malfunction or failure of central processing unit, 

failure of system software, failure of application software, electromagnetic interference, 

explosion, telecommunications failure, loss of physical access to resources, gas leaks, 

and communications failure.  Human disasters may include malicious damage or 

destruction of data, robbery/theft/burglary, bomb threats, strikes/picketing, civil 

disorder, chemical spill, vandalism, sabotage, hazardous material, suicide, and war.  

How the university responds to these disasters depends on the particular event. 

Second, a crisis response team should be established (White).  The team should 

be trained in response techniques and provided with resources specified in the 

university’s emergency response plan.  Members of the team may include students, 

faculty, staff, administrators, and members of the community who live or work near the 

campus.  The team may also encompass representatives from each office or 

department on campus.  A team leader should be identified.  Incident commanders may 

be selected based on an individual’s expertise or knowledge of particular discipline.   

Next, a communications plan should be determined (White).  A university’s target 

audience should include the university community, parents, prospective students, 

alumni, and the general public.  It is imperative that a spokesperson be identified to 

communicate the status of the situation on campus (and other pertinent information) 
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with the university community and the general public by way of the media.  The 

communications plan should also indicate alternative means of communication in the 

event regular tools of communication should fail.  Generally tools of communication 

include voice mail, broadcast messages, telephone trees, radio, campus newspapers, 

cell phones, web site, emergency phone lines, walkie-talkies, and faxes.  

 A university’s emergency response plan should also designate a crisis 

management command center (White).  It may be helpful to select a primary and 

secondary location in the event that the primary location is unavailable as a result of an 

emergency.  Selecting a location on and off campus is also prudent.  The command 

center should contain a disaster supply kit, which may contain emergency supplies, 

flashlights, batteries, contact phone numbers, and a copy of the university’s emergency 

response plan. 

A sound emergency response plan encompasses an evacuation plan (White).  

The evacuation plan should outline where to relocate faculty, staff, and students.  The 

plan should chart evacuation routes in the area surrounding the campus and designate 

an assembly area outdoors.  Area neighborhood businesses, residents and community 

groups should be partnered in on the evacuation plan.  Consideration should be given 

for the assistance of elderly and disabled persons.  Lastly, it should be outlined how 

campus officials will communicate with the university community during an evacuation. 

Emergency response plans should also discuss counseling and support services 

(White).  Some members of the university community will have difficulty dealing with a 

disaster to some degree.  Response plans must identify staff members who will provide 
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support services, where the services will be provided, and any equipment they may 

need to extend services. 

A facilities shutdown plan is also a key component of an emergency response 

plan (White).  This plan should address what might prompt the cancellation of classes, 

who determines if and when the campus will be shutdown, and how and where the 

university community may obtain information regarding a shutdown of the campus.  

Also necessary is an indication of the university personnel to remain on the campus.   

Finally, a transportation component may be a necessary for a university’s 

emergency response plan.  Many school’s students, faculty, and staff commute to the 

campus by way of automobile or public transportation.  It is highly possible for an off-

campus crisis to occur that may impede faculty, students, and staff arriving on campus.  

Also, in the event of an evacuation, it may be necessary to transport people to another 

location.  And in the event that certain facilities are shutdown as a result of a disaster, 

students and faculty may need to be transported to other locations to resume classes 

and other activities.  An outline indicating the university’s response to such a crises will 

help to ensure continued efficiency on campus. 

During the discussion on revising (or establishing) an emergency response plan 

campus security and community partnerships should be evaluated.  Administration 

should consider whether or not campus security is adequately prepared to handle or 

assist professionals with multihazardous crises that may occur on campus.  If campus 

security is not adequately prepared, crisis training should be conducted and a plan 

detailing officers training, which establishes realistic goals and expectations, should be 
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created.  Expert advice should be sought upon evaluating campus security and their 

responses to various crisis situations. 

Similarly, the entire campus community should be made aware of and trained on 

what to do in the event of a crisis on campus.  Faculty, staff, and students should 

provide input for training activities in addition to participating in them.  Drills and 

exercises should be conducted preparing individuals for a potential emergency.  Also, it 

would be helpful to determine university personnel who are trained in first aid and CPR.  

Some institutions designate campus personnel and train them in first aid and CPR. 

Establishing community partnerships to assist in a university’s response to an 

emergency could prove invaluable.  School officials should form relationships with their 

local emergency management or civil defense office, American Red Cross chapter, 

Salvation Army, and other organizations that specialize in disaster relief efforts.  These 

organizations can serve as excellent resources.  Relationships with local professional 

emergency personnel may prove helpful as well.  Administrators should reach out to 

their local police precinct, fire department/firehouse, emergency medical technicians, 

and nearby hospitals to establish mutually beneficial relationships.  Likewise, 

partnerships with other academic institutions in the area should be established.  

Situations may arise where resources and facilities may need to be shared after a crisis 

or disaster strikes. 

IV. Conclusion 

The potential for crisis exists everyday classes are in session.  A few will believe 

that a traumatic event will never happen on their campus.  But for university 
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administrators, the real question is not, “Will an emergency happen on my campus?” 

but “When the emergency occurs, how prepared will we be to handle the situation?”  

Although university administrators are capable of fulfilling their duty to care for students 

under everyday circumstances, they must also become trained and ready to execute 

crisis response plans for the university community during emergency situations. 

A 911 call is not all that is required to handle an emergency situation.  

Universities must consider their duty of care until emergency responders arrive and also 

after they arrive.  It must also be considered how prepared will the university be if 

emergency responders are unable to get to the campus immediately.  In the event 

emergency responders are unable to respond to the school’s needs for up to a certain 

amount of time, the college must demonstrate self-sufficiency.  Now is the time for 

administrators to provide their campus community with the knowledge, skill, and 

resources needed to handle emergency situations until the professionals arrive. 

Two of the six universities reviewed here, in the documentation regarding their 

particular crisis, discussed using their school’s emergency response plans.  Both 

Colorado State University and the University of Miami sustained significant damages on 

their campuses and faculty, staff and students were displaced.  However, because the 

schools had emergency response plans in place, they were able to react quickly to their 

perspective crises.  Certainly their emergency response plans did not address every 

situation that came up in the aftermath of the crisis, but it provided university officials 

with a structured strategy to lead their schools back to normalcy.  Emergency response 

plans essentially are frameworks for handling a situation; no crisis will conform to a 
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plan.  Indeed, when a university has to react immediately to a crisis, a plan allows 

personnel to respond more effectively. 

Regardless of the event, a crisis plan helps school officials know how to respond 

and eliminates guesswork and creativity, ultimately saving valuable time.  Students rely 

on their institutions for the timely completion of their education.  Faculty and staff 

depend on the university for their livelihood.  And communities rely on the economic 

activity generated by a university.  A university’s ability to rebound quickly from a crisis 

is salient to each of these stakeholders.  We cannot predict when an emergency will 

occur, things happen all the time, but universities can be better prepared to deal with 

them. 

Ten Lessons from a Catastrophe 

In the aftermath of the World Trade Center attack, President David Caputo of 

Pace University offered the following ten “operating principles” to other university 

presidents (Caputo).  

1. The safety, security, and well-being of faculty, staff, and 
students is our top priority.  Our security officers and 
maintenance personnel did (and continue to do) an outstanding 
job, as did our medical and counseling personnel. 

 
2. While focusing on immediate tasks, it also was important to be 

taking a long-term perspective.  During each meeting with 
senior staff in the days following the tragedy, we spent time 
planning what we needed to do to reopen.  But we also did 
important budgetary analyses to calculate our potential losses, 
completed a tentative estimate of our insurance coverage, and 
considered how best to inform and reassure our community.  
We closed each meeting by asking, What more needs to be 
done, and what haven’t we thought of? 
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3. Our excellent relations with local public-safety agencies served 
us well.  I regularly met with the local police-precinct 
commander and with the fire department leadership in our area.  
Our campus security leaders are retired New York City police 
officers whose personal contacts were exceptionally helpful.  
Without the cooperation of public-safety officials, our response 
would have been hampered. 

 
4. At a time of such crisis, it is especially important to have 

personal contact with those affected.  We made sure our 
administrative team welcomed faculty, staff, and students back.  
We all ate in the cafeteria, walked through various buildings, 
and made sure every could talk with us. 

 
5. Our board chair, Aniello Bianco, visited campus shortly after we 

reopened.  He met with faculty, staff, and students and let them 
know of his personal concern as well as the board’s concern.  
The visit was a major morale boost for the entire campus. 

 
6. It was important for our community to recognize its losses.  In 

late September, we held a memorial service in Manhattan that 
nearly 800 people attended.  Representatives from the 
uniformed services attended; we read the names of our 
students and alumni who were lost; and the board chair and I 
addressed the gathering.  We asked Dr. Kevin Cahill, a noted 
international medical expert, to speak, and we closed by circling 
our building for a candlelight vigil.  We held a similar ceremony 
for our Westchester campuses on October 2.  Both encouraged 
a sense of community. 

 
7. In an unforeseen crisis of such a magnitude, it is important to 

encourage everyone to be flexible.  We provided immediate 
cash grants to our students who had to be relocated, absorbed 
the increased cost of their housing, provided book vouchers, 
and even kept the cafeteria open to all students, faculty, staff, 
and emergency workers at no cost. 

 
8. We believe it important to assess our actions.  We have mailed 

more than 10,000 questionnaires and have spent a portion of 
each of our administrative meetings evaluating what we did and 
how we can do better.  We are looking at a variety of changes 
as a result of these discussions, and assessment is a part of 
every community meeting as we seek feedback.  The board will 
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be given the results of those assessment efforts as well as the 
various changes necessitated by the terrorism. 

 
9. The provost reached out to faculty leaders about our efforts.  

She responded to urgent needs to care for laboratory animals 
by making arrangements for the faculty involved to get into 
their labs.  We consulted extensively before deciding on a 
revised academic calendar, and we have done our best to 
attend as many faculty meetings as possible. 

 
10. Don’t underestimate the need for counseling.  We knew there 

would be an immediate need, and we will continue to offer 
extensive counseling throughout the year for faculty, staff, and 
students. 
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